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SOME STATISTICS OF GREEK VERB FORMS 



By Frank Egleston Robbins 
University of Michigan 



Little more than curiosity, at first, prompted the gathering of 
the material presented below; hope that it may be of some value 
and interest leads now to its publication. The writer was some 
time since deeply impressed with the sagacity of Professor B. L. 
Gildersleeve's epigrammatic remark, in an early volume of the 
American Journal of Philology, that an elementary course in Greek 
should strive for a maximum of forms, a minimum of syntax, and 
early acquaintance with Greek in the mass. He had noted also 
that, consciously or not, the makers of elementary Greek books 
seem more and more to be approximating to this standard both in 
the kind of material which they use and in the order of its presenta- 
tion. The most cursory examination will show the difference 
between the old and the new. The "first books" of ten or twenty 
years ago used to lead the student, systematically and relentlessly, 
through the grammar, taking the verb tense by tense in exactly 
the order shown in the paradigms, and interspersing it with nouns 
and pronouns. Meantime a diet of "sentences," all with a com- 
mon ancestor in the Anabasis, was supposed to whet the pupil's 
appetite for Attic honey, and composition exercises, English breth- 
ren of the sentences, drilled him on what he had learned. The 
newer books began by discarding the "sentence" in favor of con- 
nected discourse, sometimes Anabasis passages simplified if neces- 
sary, sometimes other bits of easy Greek (but real Greek) ; and they 
abandoned, too, the scheme of presenting noun and verb forms in 
the order set by the grammarians for another which was designed 
to give the student first the forms which he needs first because they 
occur most frequently in actual Greek, postponing the rarer ones. 
This new development has the writer's hearty indorsement, for it 
seems to be best calculated to give Professor Gildersleeve's " early 
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acquaintance with Greek in the mass"; but there is no need to 
argue its advantages now. 

If, then, the modern elementary text differs from the older type 
in being based upon the theory that the student must be enabled 
to read the best of Greek literature as soon as possible, we may say 
justly that the pedagogue is, together with his fellows of the 
twentieth century, adopting the slogan of efficiency, and in this 
light the economy of the textbook becomes a problem of the greatest 
importance. The writer's purpose, in fact, is to test in but one 
detail the efficiency with which the modern elementary Greek book 
is constructed. The major problem of the order of presentation of 
verb, noun, and other inflected forms will be left to one side, but it 
has occurred to him that there is a very simple way to judge the 
merits of the various books as far as their presentation of the verb 
forms is concerned; that is, simply to count the verb forms in a 
given amount of printed Greek and thereby to determine approxi- 
mately their relative frequency of occurrence, and then to observe 
the order in which they are presented to the student in the books. 
A plan, one may say, simple to the verge of imbecility; yet its 
results deserve attention, for the verb is the backbone of the lan- 
guage, and every conscientious teacher with the interests of his 
students at heart ought to be interested in learning whether his 
textbook is dealing with this important matter in a truly scientific 
way or simply at haphazard. 

These are the reasons why Table I, which immediately follows, 
was compiled. It tabulates the result of counting the verb forms 
found on ten pages each of Homer, Euripides, Herodotus, Demos- 
thenes, and Plato, and on twenty of Xenophon (ten each from the 
Anabasis and the Memorabilia). In most cases the pages of the 
Oxford Classical Texts or the Bibliotheca Teubneriana have been 
made the unit, and for the present purpose the variation in the 
amount of Greek on the page need cause no concern. It may be 
remarked, also, that first and second perfects have been counted 
together because they are best taught together, and that the present 
participle of eifxl has been included among the thematic present 
participles. 1 The pages were selected at random, and it is of course 

1 Another liberty which I have taken is to disregard perfects of the -jut form, reckon- 
ing all perfects together. Aorists like ifap are counted as -/u forms. 
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true that the immediate subject of the author may cause him to 
use in some passages a greater number of verb forms of one par- 
ticular kind than would be found on the average in the long run; but 
some pains were taken to avoid pages of such a character, and it is 
hoped, therefore, that, although all statistics are said to lie, the 
following are no more fluently deceptive than most. 

The revelations of Table I are not startling; almost any Greek 
scholar will probably have formed some such opinion already of the 
relative frequency of the forms. It does, however, make clear 
a few points that have a definite bearing on the teaching of Greek. 
In the first place, it shows that a large majority of the verbs one 
meets in reading Greek are confined to a small group of forms. 
Table II will make this clearer; it will then appear that nine or 
ten forms make up over a half, and twenty-four forms three- 
quarters, of the verbs in average Greek. Is it not right that we 
should first concern ourselves with teaching these forms? Of 
course, one must not guide himself entirely by these, or any similar, 
statistics; often it is advantageous to teach a whole group together, 
even though this involves the introduction of certain rather rare 
forms together with others that are commoner. On the other hand, 
here we have a definite, practical ground for demanding that certain 
forms be introduced very early. 

Among these the present active participle deserves special 
mention. The statistics show the high frequency of its occurrence, 
and indeed few sentences, save the most elementary, can be mas- 
tered without a knowledge of it. Furthermore, its inflection can 
easily be made an introduction to both the first and third declen- 
sions, and one should not readily pass by an opportunity to kill 
three birds with one stone. 

The apparently high frequency of the present and imperfect 
indicative and the present infinitive of -/u verbs is due not so 
much to tffTtiiu, ridrifju., didcofu, and Sdicmfu as to the constant 
occurrence of forms of ei/xi and <t>i}ni (&tti, eUri, Jjv, fjaav, elvai, 
&£tj) . These particular forms are entitled to an early hearing in the 
classroom and are probably best taught separately, as indeed they 
usually are, the other athematic verbs being postponed. For 
this reason and to avoid any injustice Table II gives as the first 
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appearances of these athematic forms the lessons in which the 
particular forms specified above are first introduced. 

In Table II there have been set down the twenty-four forms 
which occur most frequently, with the percentage of their occur- 
rence in ordinary Greek, and the lessons in several of the current 
textbooks 1 in which they first make their appearance. The reader 
will of course bear in mind that the beginners' books teach other 
things besides verb forms, and that if a common verb form seems 
to be deferred too long the presumption is that the student has had 
his time well occupied with the necessary declensions. We are 
here concerned only with the order in which the verb forms are 
introduced relatively to each other, and to show this more clearly 
the numbers in parentheses refer to the order among all verb forms 
in which each specific subject is taken up. 

From Table II, which is based upon Table I and is really a 
summary of the most important facts to be gleaned from Table I, 
one might conclude that the student should as soon as possible be 
put in command of the present, imperfect, first and second aorist, 
perfect, and future indicative, the present and first and second aorist 
infinitive and participle, at least the active present optative, sub- 
junctive, and imperative, eipi in full, and some forms of ^niA; 
with these mastered, he will have to depend on the teacher or notes 
in the textbook for only a quarter of the verb forms he sees, but 
even this proportion can be reduced by a little inoffensive editing 
of the texts that he is to read first, and of course it will be cut down 
as he progresses. 

Further speculation upon just the order in which the forms 
should be introduced, and the invidious task of comparing the text- 
books, will be left to the reader. Some of the books have merits 
which the table cannot show and which go far toward counter- 
balancing defects which are more apparent from the statistics; all 
have defects. Most of them probably defer the present participle 

1 Though the six books used are simply the ones that came most readily to hand, 
they are nevertheless typical. Professor Allen's book represents the latest American 
development; Professor Rouse's is intended for use in English schools with the "direct 
method," and Deigma is a recent English text somewhat affected by the same 
"method," but without carrying it to an extreme. The other American books, to 
my mind, represent various stages in the evolution of the modem textbook. 
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too long, and it is surprising that Professor Allen's book, with its 
fine selection of reading matter, does not come sooner to the past 

TABLE n 
The Twenty-four Commonest Verb Forms 



Rank and Form 



1. Them. pres. ppl. act. 

2. Them. pres. ind. act.. 

3. Them. pres. inf. act . 

4. Them. impf. ind. act 

5. Athem. impf. ind. act.tt 

6. 1st aor. ind. act 

7. Them. pres. ind. mid.. . 

8. Them. pres. ppl. mid.. . 

9. Athem. pres. ind. act.tt 



10. Them. impf. ind. mid.. 

11. Them. 2d aor. ind. mid. 
is. 1st aor. ppl. act 

13. Them. pres. inf. mid. . . 

14. Athem. pres. inf. act.tt 

15. Perf. ind. act 

16. Them. 2d aor. ppl. act. 

17. Fut. ind. act 

18. Perf. ppl. mid 

19. Them. 2d aor. inf. act.. 

20. Fut. ind. mid 

21. Them. pres. opt. act.. . 

22. Them. pres. imper. act. 

23. Them. pres. sub. act. . . 

24. 1st aor. ind. pass 

Total 



Percentage 

of 
Occurrence 



Allen* 



Rousef 



White! 



Burgcss§ 



Benner|| 



DeigmaH 



8.18 

6.26 



4-35 
4-23 



403 
3-94 

3-86 
354 



2.64 
2-55 
2.43 

2.03 



1.94 
1.77 

1.68 
1 S3 
1. Si 
1.42 

1.24 
1. 13 

1. 10 

1.07 



9("> 

6(2) 
6(2) 

34(8) 
1(1), 
72(15) 



47-48(9) 
20(5), 

22(7) 
21(6). 
22(7) 
1(1), 
72(iS) 



34(8) 

53(12) 
47-48(9) 

22(7) 
72(15) 

50(11) 
53(12) 

9(4) 
51(11) 

53(12) 

20(S),» 

24(7) 

6(2) 

6(2) 

8(3) 
60(13) 



30(7) 

6(1) 
10(2) 

19(3) 

19(3), 
69(19) 



22(6) 
39(11) 

39(11) 

10(2), 

35(10), 

50(15) 
39(11) 

19(3) 
31(8) 

39(11) 
35(10) 

53(17) 
30(7) 

21(5) 

61(18) 

20(4) 

46(14) 

31(8) 
31(8) 

31(8) 

50(15) 



52(20) 

5(1) 
10(3) 
49(18) 

7(2) 

18(5). 

50(19), 
74(24) 

10(3) 
19(6) 

53(21) 

18(5), 

50(19), 
74(34) 

19(6) 

65(22) 
52(20) 

40(18) 
43(15), 

74(24) 
12(4) 
65(22) 

10(3) 

53(21) 
65(22) 

18(6) 

38(13) 
43(16) 

32(9) 

21(8) 



23(10) 

1(1) 
9(5) 

5(2) 

"(7), 

31(16) 



6(3) 
7(4) 

16(8) 

11(7), 
31(16) 



7(4) 
10(6) 
16(8) 

10(6) 
11(7), 

33(18) 

23(10) 

16(8) 
6(3) 

26(12) 

7(5) 

10(6) 

27(13) 
30(15) 

22(9) 
24(11) 



19(7) 

1(1) 
1(1) 

5(3) 
3(2), 
56(22) 



14(6) 
30(13) 

30(13) 

7(4), 
56(22) 



30(13) 
32(14) 
19(7) 

30(13) 
7(4), 
56(22) 

44(l?) 

19(7) 

13(5) 
46(20) 

5(3) 
32(14) 

24(10) 
29(12) 

22(8) 
39(l6) 



58(iiW 
6(1) 

6(1) 

14(4) 
21(6), 

43(10), 
(i6i)(i8) 
166(19) 
14(4) 

7(2) 

24(7) 

13(3), 

43(io), 

161(18), 

166(19) 

IT(S) 

7(2) 
21(9), 

58(11) 

7(2) 
43(io), 

166(19) 
103(15) 
58(H), 

64(12) 

6(1) 
125(16) 
64(12) 

7(2) 

231(32) 

29(8), 
132(17) 
203(26) 

99(14) 



76.78 



* The First Year of Greek. By James Turney Allen. New York: The Macmillan Co., 1917. Cited by 
lessons; it contains eighty in all. 

t A First Greek Course. By W. H. D. Rouse. London: Blackie and Son (2d ed., 1908). Cited by pages. 

t The First Greek Book. By John Williams White. Ginn & Co., 1896. Cited by lessons. 

§ Elementary Greek. By Theodore C. Burgess and Robert J. Bonner. Chicago: Scott, Foresman & Co., 
1907. 

I! Beginner's Greek Book. By A. R. Benner and H. W. Smyth. New York: American Book Co. References 
are made by lessons, of which there are sixty. 

f Deigma: A First Greek Book. By C. F. Walters, R. S. Conway, and C. I. Daniel. London: John Murray, 
1916. References to this book are by sections, of which there are 332. 

** The first reference shows where the form first appears, the second where its treatment is completed. 

tt In the references to athematic verbs the first usually refers to the introduction of tcrt, %v, etc., the others, 
to subsequent treatment of the general subject. 

tt The future of tipi, however, is included in the assignment of the full inflection of that verb in Lesson XIV. 
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tenses. 1 The English book, Deigtna, which otherwise approximates 
most closely of all to the natural order (assuming that our tables 
show the natural order), similarly postpones all mention of the 
subjunctive and optative until the rest of the verb has been learned. 
Of the American texts Burgess and Bonner soonest introduce the 
twenty-four forms of the table. 1 

This test alone, it may be repeated, is not a sufficient criterion 
of the value of any book or of any projected course in elementary 
Greek, but it should be one of the deciding factors and might also 
be taken into account by others than teachers of Greek, although 
not all languages present the same pedagogical problems. Under 
present conditions most students begin Greek in college and ought 
to get the maximum of good reading in the minimum of time, so 
that the economy of the elementary course becomes a matter of 
fundamental importance; for Latin and the modern languages more 
time is usuaUy available. Still no teacher will care to waste his 
students' time, and therefore these tables may have some sugges- 
tion for our colleagues. 

'First introduced in Lesson XXXIV (although tl/it, in full, has been studied 
earlier than this). 

* In this book the student completes the study of the verb in Lesson XXXVIII. 



